The Musee Gustave Moreau: collecting life and work as proof of a genius's contribution to art by Liefooghe, Maarten
 Journal of the History of Collections  (  )  pp.   – 
 © The Author . Published by Oxford University Press. All rights reserved. 
 doi: ./jhc/fhp
 THE Musée Gustave Moreau which opened to the 
public in  was incomparable to any other known 
 ‘ monographic ’ museum only because of the sheer 
quantity of its works and the fact that it consisted of a 
painter’s house, which had apparently been  ‘ left 
untouched ’ after the artist’s death. Artists as well as 
art collectors engage in similar immortalization strat-
egies to this day, but often with quite divergent ambi-
tions. In this paper, I will present a detailed description 
and interpretation of the overall enterprise embarked 
on by Gustave Moreau ( – ), of establishing his 
own museum and the speciﬁ c way he chose to under-
take this exercise. I will argue that the painter was not 
merely preoccupied with achieving expanded visibil-
ity for his works through the format of the museum, 
nor with ensuring perfect conditions for the presenta-
tion of his works  – two recurring motivations for art-
ists founding personal museums in recent decades. 1 
Rather, Moreau’s museum project was geared towards 
presenting his work as a lifetime achievement which 
the museum had to preserve, for Moreau believed 
that the evaluation of this achievement would ulti-
mately prove him to be of  genius and would recognize 
his rightful place in the history of art. It will become 
clear that as a museum format, the Musée Gustave 
Moreau constituted a novelty in some ways, but that 
the discourse resonating in it was already ﬁ rmly 
established. 
 The last history painter 
 On entering the hallway of the museum in Paris’s th 
district today, the ﬁ rst paintings one encounters are 
mainly copies made by Moreau during his sojourn in 
Italy between  and . 2 Copies of antique fres-
cos hang next to a copy of Corregio’s  Danae and one of 
Poussin’s  La mort de Germanicus . Since we are in the 
artist’s house museum we are further able to visit a 
sequence of fully furnished living quarters on the ﬁ rst 
ﬂ oor. The studio rooms on the second and third ﬂ oors 
function as museum galleries, their walls completely 
covered with Moreau’s larger paintings, many still 
unﬁ nished. Further adding to the experience of densely 
installed artworks in these studio rooms are three cabi-
nets in which thousands of Moreau’s drawings, oil 
sketches and watercolours can be examined. In total, 
the museum holds more than , paintings, cartoons 
and watercolours, and about , drawings. 
 The above-mentioned copies in the entrance hall 
constitute a meaningful start for the museum’s trajec-
tory, which aims to deploy Moreau’s artistic practice. 
Their prominent presence corresponds to the impor-
tance accorded by Moreau to the study of the classical 
tradition in the arts. He considered it crucial for a 
painter to copy the masters of the past, which he did, 
not only in Italy but also throughout his career in the 
galleries of the Louvre and during a late study-visit to 
the Low Countries. This theme of the necessity of 
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learning from the past in order to advance art is a 
recurrent one in Moreau’s writings, and his museum 
amply proves that he lived up to his own creed. 
 The Old Masters such as Poussin practised the 
grand tradition of the  peinture d’histoire which Moreau 
used to call  ‘ le grand art ’ . By the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, this grand tradition of history painting had 
fallen into crisis. 3 It was being challenged from with-
out by the rise of aesthetic currents such as natural-
ism and realism that contested history painting’s 
theoretical foundations and supreme status, and from 
within it was  ‘ threatened ’ by the ever-freer applica-
tion of the old genre by academic painters themselves, 
who introduced the anecdotal subjects familiar to 
those art categories that the academic tradition had 
considered inferior: the  ‘ genre historique ’ or the 
 ‘ genre ’ . Moreau by contrast set out to defend and at 
the same time to renew history painting by returning 
to the immutable laws he believed he had found in 
Italian Renaissance art. 4 
 Moreau entered the public scene at the  Salon of 
 with a work that drew broad attention. 5 With its 
mythological subject, its seriousness and its provoca-
tively archaic style,  Oedipus and the Sphinx ( Fig.  ) was 
strikingly different from what had been on view in the 
 Salons of the preceding years. According to one critic, 
it was  ‘ [a] thunderclap in the middle of the Palais de 
l’Industrie ’ . 6 The enormous critical attention attracted 
by the painting was divided between sharp detractors 
and supporters, some of whom saw in Moreau a his-
tory painter who could counter the tide and save  le 
grand art . The painting exempliﬁ ed not only Moreau’s 
current aesthetic ideals but also his ambitions. Peter 
Cooke interprets Moreau’s  Oedipus as a challenge to 
the then most prestigious living embodiment of high 
art, Jean-Dominique Auguste Ingres ( – ). He 
remarks that it cannot be a coincidence that the choice 
of subject for the painting invited comparison with one 
of Ingres’s best known compositions. It was probably 
even a tacit reproach to the aged Ingres who had forged 
for himself an image as the high priest of tradition but 
in reality had long since abandoned history painting in 
favour of more lucrative genres. Moreau in fact wanted 
to reinvent history painting by trying to reconcile the 
narrativity of this genre with an immobile, anti-theat-
rical beauty, epitomized by Ingres’s  La Source (). 
 In the paintings he submitted to the  Salons of 
,  and , Moreau further experimented 
with combinations of narrative content and immobi-
lized beauty. His intricate art most often puzzled its 
audiences and the critics with its excessive detail, 
which at times served a merely decorative function 
but at others a symbolic one. Nevertheless, in  
the French state bought  Orpheus to be hung in the 
Musée du Luxembourg, which exhibited contempo-
rary French art. In  Moreau received his third 
 Salon medal, the maximum obtainable. After a period 
of relative absence, Moreau reappeared at the  Salon 
  
 Fig.  .  G. Moreau,  Oedipe et le Sphinx (). The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, Bequest of William H. Herriman, 1920 
(21.134.1). Image © The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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of  and  with a series of paintings that not 
only provoked critical outrage but also attracted new 
collectors. After  Moreau again withdrew to 
some extent from participation in public life. For 
reasons that are unclear, he ceased to participate in 
public exhibitions. However, the Moreau myth initi-
ated by Joris-Karl Huysmans, who called Moreau  ‘ a 
mystic secluded in the centre of Paris ’ , certainly 
exaggerates Moreau’s isolation. 7 During these years, 
Moreau’s income increased signiﬁ cantly as he was 
able to command very good prices, especially for his 
large paintings, while at the same time consolidating 
his reputation among collectors as a great watercol-
ourist. 8 In the s, the realization of his own 
museum gradually became Moreau’s primary focus 
and the works he subsequently produced were mainly 
intended to complete the collection of his own works. 
He nevertheless continued to sell works to collectors, 
albeit sparsely and at much higher prices. At the 
same time, from  on, Moreau was also the direc-
tor of a studio at the École des Beaux-Arts, where 
Matisse, Rouault and Evenepoel were amongst his 
students. 
 With his mission to renew history painting, Moreau 
occupied a somewhat isolated position within the 
French art scene of the second half of the nineteenth 
century, a position closer to Manet than to Courbet. 
The painter of the Orpheuses and Salomes did not 
oppose the  ‘ undemocratic ’ art institutions such as the 
Academy by contesting their norms with scandalous 
art or by organizing his own exhibitions in opposition 
to the ofﬁ cial  Salons. On the contrary, Moreau was 
eager to prove himself and his art true to the historic 
tradition which others had rejected but which he 
wanted to take further. Although he never achieved 
broad public success and never pursued it, Moreau 
appears to have been sensitive about his critical recep-
tion. 9 He found support from a small group of appre-
ciative critics, connoisseurs, collectors and writers. 10 
In addition, he did not disdain the institutional recog-
nition he obtained at the end of his career, with his 
late election as a member of the Académie des Beaux-
Arts in  and his appointment as  professeur chef 
d’atelier at the École nationale des Beaux-Arts in 
. 11 However, with respect to his manoeuvres 
towards recognition, it is Moreau’s bequest that we 
should consider. His singular aesthetic position can-
not account for his museum project alone, but neither 
is it completely unrelated to it. 
 Towards a personal museum 
 The Moreau museum’s realization was well consid-
ered, although the available documentation indicates 
that the museum concept did not evolve in a straight-
forward manner. However sketchy, the various earlier 
plans point in divergent directions, but nevertheless 
reveal some of the intentions underlying Moreau’s 
museum project. They also show how circumstantial 
factors and pragmatic considerations were at play in 
the conception of the museum. 12 
 The project ﬁ rst took the shape of a future retro-
spective exhibition. In , the critic Paul Leprieur 
lamented that Moreau exhibited his works so infre-
quently, despite dozens accumulating in his studio, 
but he also suggested that  ‘ [i]t is possible that M. 
Gustave Moreau will decide ﬁ nally to step out of his 
shadow and to offer us in a private exhibition a vast 
 ensemble of works that will explain him more clearly ’ . 13 
The ﬁ rst traces of the retrospective project date back 
to . 14 The mounting of private exhibitions had 
become a regular phenomenon since the s, and 
there are indications that Moreau was indeed prepar-
ing such an exhibition during the period  – 8. 15 
Moreau’s archives in the museum contain, for exam-
ple a note titled  ‘ Exposition générale à faire ’ , which 
must have been composed during these years. 16 In 
, Moreau had a number of early canvases enlarged, 
as if to turn them into the necessary exhibition piec-
es. 17 He also started a new series of large-format paint-
ings. 18 However, it was his most important collector 
Antony Roux who in  organized Moreau’s ﬁ rst 
and only one-man show in the private gallery Goupil, 
exhibiting the watercolours he had commissioned to 
illustrate La Fontaine’s  Fables . In , still no 
Moreau exhibition had taken place, and the artist 
received a New Year’s card in which the sender 
expressed the wish that an exhibition would take place 
in the following year, but to no avail. 19 The most prob-
able explanation had already been given years earlier 
in  when Péladan, in his account of a visit to the 
artist, quoted Moreau as saying  ‘ [f]rom year to year, I 
add augmenting details  – as the idea comes to mind  – 
to my two hundred posthumous works, because I 
want my art to appear suddenly, all at once, one 
moment after my death ’ . 20 Péladan’s account makes 
clear that Moreau might not yet have decided on a 
location for his exhibition, but that its timing had 
already been determined. Just like the common 
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 honorary retrospectives, the exhibition Moreau was 
planning would take place after the artist’s death, but 
unlike the former, Moreau’s retrospective would 
present works that for the most part had never before 
been shown in public. 
 The idea of some sort of museum, or at least of a 
permanent exhibition, ﬁ rst appears in several drafts of 
Moreau’s will, written around , ﬁ ve years before 
he died. 21 Geneviève Lacambre suspects that the suc-
cessive deaths of Moreau’s dearest love Alexandrine 
Durieux in  and his friend and fellow painter Elie 
Delaunay in  were events that contributed to 
Moreau’s decision to take measures concerning his 
accumulating  oeuvre . 22 In any case, the above-men-
tioned drafts of his will mention the erection of a sim-
ple building on the periphery of the city which would 
contain his works. Moreau’s formulations concerning 
the presentation are quite straightforward: to con-
struct a large warehouse in which to place his works as 
neatly as possible. 23 
 The drafts also contain stipulations that reveal a 
certain ambivalence with which Moreau still 
approached the personal museum project at the time. 
If the State were to accept the greater part of the large 
works, then the new building project could be can-
celled and the rest of his works sold. If it was recogni-
tion that Moreau was after, he seemed to think that 
this was something the national museums could offer 
him and for which his large canvases were decisive. 
During his life, Moreau had only one work hanging in 
a national museum: his  Orpheus , which had been 
shown at the  Salon of , was hung in the Musée du 
Luxembourg, as mentioned above. Large canvases 
were an aspect of history painting that Moreau 
acknowledged. However, as a criterion contained in 
the concept of the museum picture, it was already los-
ing its sense, along with the notion of a museum pic-
ture itself. 24 Furthermore, it was very improbable that 
a large number of his paintings would ever enter the 
collections of the Luxembourg or the Louvre given 
their acquisition policies. Before an artwork could 
enter the Louvre, the artist had to have been dead for 
at least ten years, while the Musée du Luxembourg 
collected a maximum of four works by each artist. A 
selection by the state from Moreau’s bequest would 
thus have meant that in the best case scenario some of 
his works would go to the Luxembourg, but there was 
just as much chance that they would be distributed 
throughout the provincial museums. 25 In the ﬁ nal 
version of his will, Moreau no longer provided the 
option of the national museums choosing from his 
bequest. 
 The preliminary wills from around , which 
refer to a new structure to contain the artworks, also 
mention the preservation of Moreau’s house as a  ‘ petit 
musée ’ . The appearance of the house-museum project 
is most interesting. Conceived of as distinct from the 
building that would contain his works of art, it makes 
clear that Moreau’s aims went beyond the mere opti-
mal presentation of his works. This  petit musée would 
probably have been similar to the apartment one ﬁ nds 
today in the Musée Moreau, where the artist’s private 
belongings are presented symbolically. 
 This idea of preserving the apartment where his 
parents had lived might to some extent have evolved 
out of the particular relationship that Moreau had 
developed with the place. For most of his life he had 
shared the house with his mother, and after she died 
her apartment on the ﬁ rst ﬂ oor had become a private 
 lieu de mémoire which the artist preserved intact and 
approached with piety. 26 However, an artist turning 
his own house into a museum was a most unusual 
enterprise at the time and without precedent, although 
the monumentalization of the houses of historic art-
ists was occurring throughout Europe. 27 
 It is probable that Moreau was inspired by Ingres’s 
bequest to the local museum of Montauban in . 
In addition to some paintings by its native son and 
, of his drawings, the city also received the paint-
er’s tools; his violin; some paintings by his father; a 
collection of antique vases; the painter’s desk; por-
traits of Raphael, Mozart, Haydn, Glück, Beethoven 
and Grétry and editions of the  Iliad and the  Odyssey . 
Moreover, the artist’s will stipulated the unmistakably 
symbolic way that all of these  ‘ personalia ’ were to be 
installed in the museum. 
 What made Moreau decide to give up the idea of 
the two locations in favour of the construction of a 
single museum at the place where he lived? This 
option may have occurred to Moreau when discussing 
his building intentions with his friend, the architect 
Dainville. 28 It must have become clear that it was pos-
sible to provide the necessary exhibition space on the 
property while also keeping those spaces that consti-
tuted Moreau’s  ‘ petit musée sentimental ’ intact. In a 
letter to Dainville of April , Moreau details the 
design commission, starting with the immediate rea-
son for the building project. Moreau says that the lack 
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of space to decently preserve the works he owns had 
forced him to take action, adding that it was not a 
matter of vanity. 29 He then mentions the conditions 
for the design: ﬁ rstly, he wants to develop the full 
potential of his property by extending the building as 
much as possible; secondly, he ﬁ nds that it is essential 
to preserve the apartment previously occupied by his 
parents; thirdly, he claims that his ﬁ nancial means are 
modest; and ﬁ nally he states that the project should be 
limited to the strictly necessary,  ‘ that is, a larger place 
for my works. Every pursuit of luxury, of comfort 
even, must be discarded. ’ 30 
 Dainville entrusted his assistant Albert Lafon with 
the design of the project and Duclos with the execu-
tion. The plans for the alterations were drawn up 
within a month and a long year later Moreau returned 
to  Rue de La Rochefoucauld ( Fig.  ). Essentially, 
Lafon’s design made two alterations to the existing 
building. The ﬁ rst replaced the façade of the old 
house, extending it towards the street by taking in the 
former front yard. In this way, two new spaces were 
added to the ﬁ rst ﬂ oor, a gallery and a small ofﬁ ce, but 
most importantly, the ﬂ oor area for the upstairs gal-
leries was substantially increased. The second altera-
tion required the renovation of the entire second and 
third ﬂ oors which contained Moreau’s private quar-
ters, as well as the attic studio where he had worked 
for forty years. The new studio spaces were given a 
cast iron framework which facilitated their character-
istic openness and maximized the window area to the 
north. 31 This structure is partially visible on the inside 
and, deliberately or not, brings to mind Moreau’s ear-
lier warehouse concept. The new eclectic façade in 
brick and stonework used a vocabulary that Dain-
ville’s ofﬁ ce applied more than once to town houses. 32 
It is not clear whether the Italianate touch is just a 
lucky coincidence for  ‘ the new Mantegna ’ . 
 During the ﬁ nal two years that he spent in his 
remodelled house, Moreau was occupied with the 
preparation of his bequest and wrote several lists of 
tasks for himself, which are preserved in the muse-
um’s archives. 33 The process of preparation largely 
comprised trying to  ‘ ﬁ nish ’ his  oeuvre , deciding on the 
destination for his private belongings and providing 
lists of instructions for his assistant, Henri Rupp, to 
execute after his death. 
 During these years Moreau became ill and hired 
several young assistants to help him ﬁ nish the old 
 canvases that he had enlarged some years earlier as 
well as the new large paintings he had started more 
recently. He began to select, touch up and sign the 
, drawings he had kept, half of which would be 
shown in his museum. The interiors of the rooms of 
the museum’s ﬁ rst ﬂ oor were reorganized and, ﬁ nally, 
Moreau wrote a series of notes concerning the mean-
ing of his works and his own position as an artist. 
Since many of them were at ﬁ rst written as drafts and 
then edited and rewritten, it is most probable that 
Moreau consciously developed them as an integral 
part of his bequest. 34 
 The ﬁ nal version of Moreau’s will was dated  
September . 35 It appointed Rupp as his executor 
and in addition to a list of ﬁ nancial donations con-
tained three stipulations concerning his posthumous 
fame. Moreau donated , francs to the École des 
Beaux-Arts to establish an annual prize, thus ensuring 
the survival of his name. Secondly, he stipulated that 
no ofﬁ cial honours were to be paid at his funeral. 
However, the most important passage is that concern-
ing the destiny of his house:
  
 Fig.  .  Façade of the Moreau Museum, by architect A. Lafon; 
published in  SADG Recueil publié à l’occasion de la millième 
adhésion à la Société des Architectes diplômés par le Gouvernement 
(Paris, ). 
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 I bequeath my house, situated  rue de La Rochefoucauld, 
with all it contains, paintings, drawings, cartoons, etc., etc., 
work of ﬁ fty years, and likewise what is enclosed in the said 
house by the ancient apartment formerly occupied by my 
father and my mother, to the state or in default of the former 
to the city of Paris or in default of the former to the École 
des Beaux-Arts or alternatively to the Institut de France 
(Académie des Beaux-Arts) on the explicit condition of the 
preservation forever  – that would be my dearest wish  – or at 
least as long as possible, of this collection, maintaining the 
integral character that allows the sum of the work and the 
efforts of the artist during his life to be recorded [ constater ] 
forever. 36 
 When Moreau died in  the script he had devel-
oped started to be played out. In addition to the exe-
cution of his will, this also included a donation by 
Charles Hayem of four Moreaus to the Musée du 
Luxembourg in the month after his death, and a sec-
ond donation the following year. After Antony Roux, 
Hayem was the most important collector of Moreau’s 
work and the donations were the result of a promise 
he had made to the artist. The acceptance of Moreau’s 
legacy by the state became a more complicated affair 
and was successfully concluded only in . It then 
took three more years before the museum opened to 
the public. The biggest obstacle to the state accepting 
the bequest was the unﬁ nished nature of many of the 
works. This was also the main reason for the luke-
warm response of the public when the museum was 
ﬁ nally opened. 37 Moreau’s condition,  ‘ to preserve  … 
this collection, maintaining its integral character ’ , 
thus proved crucial to having the unﬁ nished works 
accepted together with those that were ﬁ nished. For 
Moreau, they were equally important in realizing his 
artistic project. As if looking back from the future, he 
wrote:  ‘ everything will be accomplished, all will have 
come to light in a sufﬁ cient realization, not the reali-
zation of the complete achievement, but that realiza-
tion which, from the start, expresses all that is 
necessary and desired for the soul ’ . 38 It is the irony of 
history that precisely among the works which did not 
meet the  critères d’achèvement are those that are 
responsible for the later myth of Moreau as a precur-
sor of abstract painting. 39 However, the condition in 
his will to respect the alleged unity of the collection is 
probably just as important in that it guarantees that 
the museum not only presents Moreau’s work but his 
life as well. While Moreau’s instruction to Rupp to 
limit access to the bequeathed apartment interiors has 
been interpreted as Moreau wanting to disappear 
behind his  oeuvre  – especially when taken together 
with his instruction that no portrait of him should 
ever be shown  – his scrupulous organization of his 
private belongings belies this interpretation. 40 It is 
more likely that these instructions reveal Moreau’s 
obsession with maintaining control of his posthumous 
image: his artistic effort had to be highlighted while 
his personal life was to be meticulously presented but 
of secondary importance. 
 Maison-musée Gustave Moreau 
 The Moreau museum is often simply classiﬁ ed as a 
preserved artist’s house, but what it exhibits is harder 
to grasp than this classiﬁ cation suggests. The build-
ing, the works collected and presented in the studio 
galleries, and the private apartment spaces on view 
on the ﬁ rst ﬂ oor all share a particular ambiguity when 
we realize that what we see is not some  ‘ frozen ’ his-
torical condition, but a careful presentation designed 
only for posterity. From the street the building 
appears to be a commonplace bourgeois house of the 
period, despite its façade being erected when the 
building was altered with a view to its future museum 
function. 
 The status of the rooms on the two upper ﬂ oors is 
equally odd. In spaces that were conceived of as 
museum galleries from the start, the suggestion to the 
visitor is of entering the artist’s studio ( Fig.  ), with 
the space conforming to the studio typology of high 
ceilings with windows to the north. At the same time 
the space occupies two full ﬂ oors and is too extensive 
to be convincing as a workplace of the artist. No refer-
ence is made to the real studio where Moreau had 
worked for forty years and which had disappeared 
with the demolition of the second and third ﬂ oors in 
. 41 The scenography in these new spaces keeps at 
a distance any romantic image of the artist’s studio, 
with carelessly lingering works both ﬁ nished and 
unﬁ nished. 42 Similarly, as a collection, the works on 
view are more than an accidental  fonds d’atelier , for 
they were conceived of by the painter as a collection 
that had to represent his  oeuvre . For example, Moreau 
produced some new versions of works that he had 
sold, as if to complete his collection, and had enlarged 
and reworked early works that did not meet his 
requirements. 
 An artist’s studio may be characterized as a waiting 
room in which works remain unﬁ nished or unready, 
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awaiting the moment when the artist considers them 
mature enough to be presented  ‘ outside ’ . 43 This cer-
tainly applies to Moreau, who was in the habit of 
working on many paintings at the same time, while 
also from time to time reworking paintings he had 
considered ﬁ nished many years earlier. Towards the 
end of his life he sold very few of his works, and it 
seems that this radicalized the role of the studio as a 
temporal mediator. The public exhibition of the works 
in his studio was no longer temporarily suspended, 
but this suspension became a general condition. For 
as long as he lived, the accumulating works were no 
longer meant to leave the orbit of the artist. They 
would ﬁ nally be made public, not by leaving the stu-
dio but by making the studio public. 
 Finally, the ﬁ rst ﬂ oor of the museum contains the 
only spaces that originally formed part of Moreau’s 
house, and it is here that Moreau’s posthumous pose 
reaches its climax. 44 The  cabinet de réception , the din-
ing room, the drawing room and the boudoir present 
a complete Second Empire apartment interior, which 
was never really inhabited by Moreau but by his par-
ents. Moreover, the interior arrangement is not merely 
functional, for each room appears to be dedicated to 
some theme from Moreau’s life. 
 In the  cabinet de réception , for example the theme 
might be Moreau’s learning of the classical tradition. 
A glazed cupboard contains antiquities and antiquar-
ian editions of architectural treatises that Moreau 
inherited from his father Louis Moreau, an architect, 
who also arranged Moreau’s private education. The 
walls of the room are covered with a marvellous selec-
tion of copies made by Moreau during his stay in Italy 
and during his many visits to the Louvre. A series of 
small, varied artworks decorates the modest hallway. 
Small paintings by Moreau hang next to works by or 
portraits of friends such as Fromentin or Berchère 
and drawings or reproductions of artists that he 
admired, ﬁ gures as diverse as Rembrandt, Poussin, 
Chassériau and Burne-Jones. A series of photographs 
and engravings of Moreau’s best known works hangs 
in the dining room  – those which had established his 
name in the  Salons of the s. This series in some 
sense complements the  oeuvre presented on the upper 
ﬂ oors. 
 The next room is often called the bedroom because 
it contains a bed, but it was actually the living room 
used by Moreau’s parents ( Fig.  ). It is full of por-
traits and reminders of family and friends, mostly of 
Moreau’s parents, but also his sister, who died as a 
child, his grandparents and Henri Rupp. There is 
not only a series of townscapes of Italian cities by 
 Victor-Jean Nicolle, probably belonging to the origi-
nal living room interior as did most of the furniture, 
but also small pictures of the estate of Moreau’s 
grandfather. There is a portrait of Moreau painted by 
 Fig.  .  Musée Gustave 
Moreau: studio gallery on the 
second ﬂ oor. Collection of the 
author. 
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Degas in Rome in , which by  had already 
become a souvenir of a friendship that had cooled. 
The organization of the souvenirs culminates with a 
glazed frame containing miniature objects, photo-
graphs, medals of honour, jewellery and toys in an 
arrangement in the shape of a family tree. The bou-
doir preserves the memory of Moreau’s  ‘ unique et 
meilleure amie ’ Alexandrine in its furniture and a 
selection of Moreau’s artworks, which had once 
belonged to Alexandrine and which he had purchased 
from her heirs shortly after her death. 
 The last judgement 
 Moreau wrote in his will that the preservation of his 
bequest had to permit  forever the assessment of  ‘ the 
sum of the work and the efforts of the artist during his 
life ’ . It seems as though it was self-evident to him that 
this effort would have to be judged in the future. 
However, it is now clear that Moreau’s bequest not 
only reﬂ ects the effort that he made in his quest for 
what he believed art should be but also testiﬁ es to the 
energy he invested in the presentation of this labour. 
Commenting on the many notes that Moreau wrote 
on his own work and that of others, Peter Cooke inter-
prets them as Moreau afﬁ rming for himself the right-
ness of his often-contested mission to renew history 
painting. 45 
 However, legitimization was a problem that affected 
not only Moreau; it was an essential aspect of the 
regime of the  ‘ exhibition artist ’ . 46 Moreau renounced 
the idea of art in the service of politics and adhered 
instead to the ideal of art for art’s sake. 47 Under such 
conditions, an artist could be legitimated only by 
claiming to be a genius or through the testimony of a 
life dedicated to art. In his writings, Moreau links the 
concept of genius with a life dedicated to art, stating 
that, among two equally gifted artists, genius will be 
apparent in all its splendour in the artist who has lived 
the most. 48 I argue that the whole of Moreau’s museum 
enterprise, its structure and its reasoning, needs to be 
interpreted in connection with this art-historiographic 
discourse rather than in relation to any museum 
 format. 
 During the nineteenth century, posthumous evalu-
ations of artists had their proper place in the artist’s 
monograph, the so-called  ‘ Life and Work ’ , which was 
the predominant form of art-historical writing. 49 The 
common format of the monograph integrated the art-
ist’s biography with an overview of his  oeuvre . The 
 ‘ Life ’ combined the literary tropes and topoi of the 
genre  – much the same since Vasari’s  Vite  – with the 
empirical methods of contemporary historiography. 
However, the biography was also written as if in a dia-
lectic relationship with the characteristics and the 
internal development of the  oeuvre . Ultimately, the 
 Fig.  .  Musée Gustave 
Moreau:  ‘ bedroom ’ on the 
ﬁ rst ﬂ oor. Collection of the 
author. 
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person, the life and the work of the artist were pre-
sented as one indivisible whole. 
 Moreau’s museum anticipates the evaluating narra-
tive still to come by initiating it in itself. Its arrange-
ments aim to make this evaluation a mere conﬁ rmation 
of his work and effort. To that purpose, every study of 
the nude, every copy and every study trip made are as 
important as the potential masterpieces of the artist 
himself ( Fig.  ). In contrast to many monographic 
discourses, the Moreau museum does not weave life 
and work together as two parallel unfolding tempo-
ralities in a dialectical relationship, but it ties life and 
work together through the notion of Moreau’s effort. 
A conscious collection  – including and excluding evi-
dence and works of art  – has been made. The collec-
tion comes to bear meaning through its articulation in 
an exhibition scenography. 50 The house provides the 
master structure of the unifying narrative; it repre-
sents his person and his life through its interior 
arrangement, and his works, assembled into an  oeuvre , 
are the fruit of this life. The architecture not only 
separates life and work but also holds them together 
in the same place. The architecture of the house thus 
contributes to the  ‘ natural unity ’ of the collection  – 
the  oeuvre is  ‘ at its place ’ in the studio spaces, in the 
same way that an interior full of personal souvenirs 
completes the living quarters of the ﬁ rst ﬂ oor. 
 In  Moreau wrote a letter to the director of the 
Ufﬁ zi rejecting the idea of sending a self-portrait to 
the famous Vasari gallery, which contains the self-
portraits of the greatest artists of the past. He argued 
that it would have been a  ‘ ridiculous presumption ’ on 
his part. 51 This humility might seem misplaced, but it 
is at least a pose that Moreau assumed consistently. 
To send his portrait would have meant seeking imme-
diate glory, beating his own drum. 52 Moreau thought 
it more appropriate to present his life and work to 
posterity, which would have to judge and decide on 
whether to grant him fame. In an elaborate note on his 
own future reception, Moreau writes  ‘ [b]ut we will 
only be able to do this once this artist  … has disap-
peared, leaving behind but these so noble testimonies 
of his passage on this earth. Then there will be a 
judgement  … about what has been added to the beau-
tiful heritage of the masters ’ . 53 Ultimately, Moreau’s 
attitude invokes the concept of genius, misunderstood 
in his own time and whose  ‘ marche en avant ’ was only 
recognized after his death. 54 
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 Fig.  .  Musée Gustave Moreau: cabinet with 
drawings that can be leafed through, on the 
second ﬂ oor. Collection of the author. 
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